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DEDICATION

For every reader who has learned to make themselves smaller so that losing them would hurt less;

This one is for you.

For the ones who have stood vigil at a wall in the cold, counting the minutes between one bell and the next, certain the silence would end in loss.

You were never meant to wait alone, and neither was she.

And for anyone who has mistaken invisibility for safety, only to learn, the hard way, that the two were never the same thing at all;

I hope this book finds you exactly when you need it, and that it leaves you a little braver than it found you.

EPIGRAPH

The mark does not choose the willing. It waits for them, through every winter they refuse it, through every door they keep bolted against their own fire, patient as frost, patient as stone, until the night they finally stop running and turn, at last, to face what was always theirs to carry.

Some say the stones remember every bearer who ever crossed them. Some say the stones remember only the ones who came back.

— Old Cairnmoor saying, origin unrecorded, passed down through the bearers' line
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CAST OF CHARACTERS

Vesper Kael — Our heroine. Cloth-mender of Frostmere Pack, daughter of Hollis, younger sister of Marren. Has spent eight years making herself deliberately unremarkable.

Bastian Rourke — Beta of Frostmere Pack. Vigil-keeper the night Marren walked the Long Frost rite alone. Vesper's oldest friend, and eventually much more.

Marren Kael — Vesper's older sister. Carried the Fatemark eight years before this story begins and did not return from the rite.

Hollis Kael — Vesper and Marren's mother. Has spent eight years quietly grieving one daughter while trying to protect the other.

Corvin Drees — Head Cairnkeeper of Frostmere Pack's Circle. Blunt, exhausted, and not wrong about the stakes, even when he is wrong about how to ask.

Ren Ashcairn — Healer's apprentice at Frostmere's healing house. Becomes one of Vesper's first real friends outside her family.

Sable Ashcairn — Ren's younger sister, eleven years old. Recovers from a near-fatal fever over the course of the novel.

Dessa Marrow — An elderly, blunt-spoken widow of the pack, and one of Vesper's longtime mending clients.

Elder Fenwick — Senior member of the Circle of Cairnkeepers, longest-serving of the elders.

Elder Osric — A quieter member of the Circle, whose proposal reshapes how Frostmere treats future bearers.

Ysolde — A young Circle steward, tasked early in the novel with recording the pack's formal inquiry into unclaimed Fatemarks.
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EPILOGUE

A Note from Clara Ashvale

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

❦

Dear Reader,

Thank you for picking up Frozen Heart, Burning Fate Awaits — Book Four of The Ember and Ice Series.

This book sits a little closer to the bone than the others in this series. At its center is a woman who has spent eight years convinced that being needed is the same thing as being doomed, that visibility gets the people you love killed, and the only safe way to love someone is from behind a wall thick enough that losing them can't quite reach you. I suspect a few of you will recognize that particular logic. I know I do.

This is a story about grief that calcified into a life philosophy, and about what it costs to finally set that philosophy down. It deals with loss, survivor's guilt, and a community's failure to properly show up for someone it loved; and it deals, just as much, with what repair actually looks like when people choose, deliberately and repeatedly, to do better the second time.

As always, this is a slow-burn, fated-mate paranormal romance first and foremost, and I've tried to give Vesper and Bastian the tenderness and the heat their eight years of patience have earned. But if grief, isolation, or the fear of being a burden to the people you love are difficult subjects for you right now, please take care of yourself as you read. Thank you, as ever, for trusting me with your reading time. It is not a small thing, and I don't take it lightly.

With warmth, Clara Ashvale

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE
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I knelt in the frost the night my sister walked away from all of us, and I did not stop her.

I want to say I tried. I want to say I ran after her, that I screamed her name until my throat tore, that someone had to hold me back. None of that is true. I stood at the boundary stone with my hands jammed under my arms for warmth, nineteen years old and half-convinced this was just another Circle formality, and I watched Marren cross into the dark like she was stepping out to check on the sheep.

"Don't wait up," she said. She always said something ordinary before something enormous. It was a kindness, I understood later. She didn't want the last thing I remembered of her to be grand.

She'd said something similarly small three winters before that, the morning she left for her first solo hunt past the eastern ridge, and the summer before that, the day she stood before the Circle to take her formal place among the ranked warriors. Marren had a genius for making enormous things sound like errands. I used to think it was modesty. I understand now it was armor, worn so long and so well that it had become indistinguishable from her actual skin.

The Long Frost rite required solitude. Everyone knew this the way everyone knows the shape of their own hand — without needing to look at it. The Fatemark bearer walked the standing stones alone, spoke the old words alone, and returned before the second bell alone, or she did not return at all. That was the law, older than the Circle itself, older than Cairnmoor's current wall. No one broke it. No one had ever needed to test what breaking it would cost, because until my sister, every marked woman who walked the stones had come home.

Marren's mark had ignited three days before. I remembered the exact color of it — not orange, not quite red, something in between that made the healers murmur about old blood and older fire. She'd shown it to me first, before our mother, before the Circle. She'd held out her wrist across our kitchen table, and I'd traced the burn-bright lines with one finger, half-expecting them to still be hot.

"Does it hurt?" I'd asked.

"Everything worth having hurts a little," she said, which was such a Marren thing to say that I hadn't pressed further. I wish I had pressed further.

The night of the rite, the whole pack gathered at the boundary the way they gathered for every Naming — lanterns strung along the low wall, the vigil bells oiled and ready to ring at first light, someone's grandmother already crying happy tears before anything had happened at all. Our mother stood beside me with her hand fisted so tight in the front of her cloak that her knuckles went the color of bone. Bastian Rourke stood vigil-post at the boundary marker, seventeen and solemn in a way that didn't yet fit his face, the way a coat looks wrong on a boy who hasn't grown into it.

Marren walked past him without slowing. I remember that she touched his shoulder as she passed — not urgent, not final, just a hand laid there the way you'd steady yourself against a doorframe. He told me, years later, that she'd said something to him in that moment. He never told me what. I used to think he simply forgot. I know better now.

She crossed the boundary stone at the second bell of dusk, and the lanterns along the wall dimmed the way lanterns do when a large cloud crosses the moon, though there was no cloud that night. I remember someone behind me saying that was a good sign. I remember thinking, even then, young as I was, that nobody actually knew what a good sign looked like. We were all guessing. We had always been guessing. The rite was old enough that its rules had outlived anyone who understood their reasoning, and we performed them anyway, the way you keep saying a prayer in a language you've forgotten how to translate.

The standing stones sat half a mile past the boundary, up a slope studded with frost-killed heather, arranged in a ring nobody living had built and nobody living fully understood. From where we stood at the wall, they were just a darker smudge against a dark sky. I couldn't see my sister once she crested the rise. None of us could. That was the design of it — the rite was meant to be witnessed only by its absence, only by the shape of a woman leaving and, hours later, the shape of a woman returning.

We waited.

The vigil bells were meant to ring twice. Once at dusk, to mark the crossing. Once before dawn, to mark the return. Between those two rings there was nothing to do but wait, and waiting is its own kind of rite, one nobody names because it isn't glamorous, because it doesn't come with fire-colored scars or old words spoken to standing stones. It just comes with cold feet and a full bladder and a slow, creeping certainty that something has gone wrong long before anyone will say it out loud.

My mother did not sit. She stood at the wall for eleven hours, through a night that dropped so far below freezing that two of the younger children were sent home for fear of frostbite, and she did not sit, did not eat what someone offered her, did not speak except to ask, every hour or so, in a voice that got smaller each time, whether anyone could see anything yet.

Nobody could see anything yet.

I sat because I was young and cold and stupid enough to think stamina mattered more than vigilance. I have never forgiven myself for that particular stupidity, small as it was. I sat on the wall with my knees pulled to my chest and I watched Bastian instead of the stones, because Bastian's face was doing something I didn't have a word for yet, something between guilt and grief that hadn't earned the grief part yet, not officially, not until dawn confirmed it.

The second bell was supposed to ring before first light.

First light came. The bell did not ring.

I want to describe the moment we understood what that silence meant, but there is no describing it. There is only the fact of it: the sky going from black to the color of old ash, my mother's breath stopping mid-question, the entire assembled pack turning, as one animal, toward the slope where the stones sat. Nobody moved for a long moment. Then everyone moved at once, and it was chaos of the specific, terrible kind that only grief produces — shouting, someone's lantern dropped and guttering out in the snow, my mother's knees actually giving out so that two Circle elders had to catch her under the arms.

I ran. That part is true. I ran up the slope with the cold air tearing my lungs raw, past Bastian, who had gone gray-faced and hadn't moved from his post even as everyone streamed past him, and I reached the standing stones before most of the others, and I found the space between them empty.

Not empty of my sister's body. Empty entirely. There was no rite-marker left, no cloak, no sign she had ever stood there at all, except for one thing, folded with the same precise care she folded everything, set on the flattest stone at the center of the ring like an offering: her gloves.

I picked them up. They were still faintly warm, or I told myself they were, though I have never been able to decide, in eight years of turning that memory over, whether that warmth was real or whether I invented it because the alternative — that they had already gone as cold as everything else in that circle — was more than I could carry at nineteen.

Nobody ever found her. Not that morning, not that season, not in the seasons since. The Circle sent search parties out for three days — I remember the dogs mostly, their handlers' breath and the dogs' breath both hanging white in the cold, and the particular way a search party's voices change on the second day, when hope has started thinning into something closer to duty. They found nothing. Not a footprint past the stones, not a scrap of cloth, not a single sign that a grown woman had walked into that ring and simply ceased to exist within it.

The Circle elders said the rite had claimed her the way it occasionally, rarely, claimed a bearer whose fate demanded a cost too large to survive. They said it with the particular gentleness reserved for things nobody actually understands, the kind of gentleness that is its own confession of ignorance dressed up as comfort. One of the elders, Old Threll, who has since passed himself, took my mother's hands in both of his on the third day and told her the standing stones did not take without reason, that whatever they had asked of Marren, they had asked because the pack's survival demanded it, and that this made her loss a kind of honor.

My mother did not find that comforting. I remember her face when he said it — not anger exactly, something quieter and worse, the look of a woman filing away a cruelty she intended never to forgive and also never to mention again. She stopped asking questions about it within the month, not because she found peace, but because peace was never on offer and she needed somewhere to put the asking down.

I kept the gloves.

I want to say I kept them out of love, and some of that is true. But if I am honest — and I have promised myself, in the years since, to at least be honest in the privacy of my own head, even when I can manage it nowhere else — I kept them because they were proof of a lesson I intended never to unlearn. My sister had been marked. My sister had been necessary, beloved, watched by an entire wall of people who loved her enough to freeze half the night waiting for her. And she had still walked into the dark alone, and she had still not come back, and all that love had done exactly nothing to save her.

I was twelve years too young to build a philosophy out of one night's grief, and I built one anyway, brick by brick, over eight winters: if being marked meant being watched, and being watched had not saved Marren, then the only safety left was in not being marked, not being watched, not being seen closely enough for anyone to notice if something in me ever began, quietly, to burn.

I wore her gloves nearly every day after that. Not out of sentiment, though I let people believe it was sentiment when they asked. I wore them because my own hands, unmarked and unremarkable, were the least interesting thing about me, and I intended to keep it that way for as long as the Long Frost let me.

My mother never spoke of that night again, not directly, though I caught her sometimes, in the years after, standing at our kitchen window at odd hours, looking toward the ridge where the standing stones sat, her face unreadable in the dark glass. We built a careful quiet between us, the two of us, a household organized around an absence neither of us named aloud. I became the quiet daughter. She became the mother who didn't ask too many questions about where I went or who I saw or why I never once, in eight winters, brought a friend home to sit at our table. I understand now that this was its own kind of grief, the kind that doesn't announce itself, that simply reshapes a house one small accommodation at a time until the shape of the accommodation is all that's left to see.

Eight winters is a long time to keep a promise made by a grieving child. It is also, I would learn, not nearly long enough.
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Dye-Stained Gloves
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The dye vat had gone cold sometime before dawn, and I hadn't noticed until my hands told me.

That was the trouble with dye-work in winter. You learned to read temperature through your fingers before your mind caught up to it, the way you learned to read a storm coming by the ache in an old break. My fingers had gone stiff and slow around the stirring paddle, and only then did I glance up and realize the fire under the vat had burned down to embers sometime in the night while I sat hunched over Alden Marrow's mended cloak, restitching a seam that hadn't needed restitching nearly as badly as I'd made it seem.

I built the fire back up. Habit, mostly. My hands knew the motions without asking my head for permission — kindling laid in the same crosshatch pattern my mother taught me, flint struck twice before it caught, a slow breath fed into the base of the flame until it climbed high enough to trust. I had done this every winter morning for eight years. I could have done it blind.

I wore Marren's gloves while I built the fire, because I wore them for everything that risked a burn, a cut, a callus visible enough for someone to remark on. The leather had gone soft and pale with age, worn thin at the palm where I gripped things, and I had resoled the fingertips twice with scraps too small for anything else. They no longer smelled like her. That had stopped years ago. Now they only smelled like dye and woodsmoke and me, which was, I told myself, close enough to the same thing.

The hut was small and orderly the way I kept everything small and orderly — one room, one hearth, one narrow bed against the far wall, a worktable crowded with spools and shears and the half-finished cloak that was, at present, my entire reason for existing in Frostmere's eyes, if Frostmere thought of me at all. Dried herb bundles hung from the rafters, more out of old habit than active use, and a single shelf along the back wall held the handful of possessions I considered worth keeping visible — a chipped clay cup that had been my grandmother's, a small carved wolf my father had made before he died, nothing that told a stranger anything true about the woman who lived here. I liked it that way. I had built this smallness on purpose, the same careful way I'd built the fire, and I maintained it with the same daily attention.

I mended cloth. That was what I did, what I had done since I was old enough to hold a needle steady, and it was, I had come to understand, the single most useful trade a person could choose if her actual ambition was to be forgotten. Nobody remembered the mender's face. They remembered the mend — a seam that held through a hard winter, a hem that didn't fray — and they thanked the work, not the woman who'd done it. I had chosen dye-work and needle-work for exactly that reason, though I let people assume it was inherited talent, or convenience, or simple lack of imagination. Let them assume whatever explanation required the least attention paid to me.

I finished Alden's seam as the sun came fully up, gray and thin through the frost-fogged window, and set the cloak aside to press. My stomach reminded me, in the particular hollow way it had taken to reminding me lately, that the winter stores were running thinner than they should this early in the season. I ate two strips of dried meat and half a heel of bread and told myself that was breakfast, and mostly believed it.

Old Dessa Marrow came by not long after, leaning on her stick, to collect a shawl I'd mended the week before — a moth-eaten thing she'd insisted on keeping rather than replacing, out of a stubbornness I privately admired more than I let on. She held it up to the window light, turning it this way and that, inspecting the new weave against the old the way she inspected everything, with the suspicion of a woman who'd been shorted by tradesmen more than once in her long life.

"You've a steady hand," she said finally, folding it over her arm. "Your mother taught you well."

"She did."

"Pity you don't show your face more. Girl your age, hiding in a hut all winter." She said it without real reproach, the comment more habit than criticism, the kind of thing Dessa said to half the pack out of long-standing opinion rather than any particular concern for me. I'd learned years ago that the easiest response was no response at all, just a small nod that let the words pass through without catching on anything.

She paid me in a twist of dried herbs I didn't especially need and left with considerably more warmth in her manner than she'd arrived with, and I went back to my worktable already half-forgetting the exchange, the way I forgot most exchanges that didn't require me to reveal anything of myself in the course of them.

I was threading a new needle when I heard boots outside, moving fast enough that the frost cracked under them instead of just crunching, and I knew before the door opened that it would be Bastian.

He didn't knock so much as announce himself with the door already half open, the way he'd been doing since we were children, since long before either of us had any reason to think the habit would outlast our childhoods. Cold air came in with him, and the smell of outside — woodsmoke from someone else's hearth, and under it, faint but unmistakable, the particular mineral sharpness that meant new frost had come down overnight where it shouldn't have.

"You're going to want to hear this before the Circle sends someone official to tell it to you wrong," he said.

"Good morning to you too."

"North pasture's gone under." He said it flatly, the way he said most bad news, like laying a stone down carefully instead of dropping it. "Full frost-heave, not the thin crust we've had. Kettren found it at first light. Whole field's white as midwinter, and it's not lifting with the sun the way it should."

I set down the needle. That got my attention in a way little else did anymore.

The frost line had been creeping for two seasons now — not dramatically, not in a way that made for good storytelling around a hearth, just a slow, grinding advance, a little more ground lost each turn of the moon than the turn before. Fields that should have thawed by midmorning stayed hard until noon. Then until dusk. Now, apparently, not at all.

"How much of the pasture?" I asked.

"All of it. Kettren says the sheep won't graze it — they know better than we do, apparently — so we're down a full field two months before we can afford to be down anything." He crossed to my hearth without asking, the way he'd always done, and warmed his hands over it with the unselfconscious ease of someone who had never once, in eight years, treated my hut as anything other than a place he was allowed to be. "Circle's calling a gathering tonight. All able-bodied pack. Corvin wants to talk rationing before someone else has to bring it up for him."

I didn't answer right away. I picked the needle back up and set three more stitches into a seam that didn't need them, because my hands wanted something to do and my mind was somewhere colder than the pasture.

"You don't have to come," Bastian said, which was, I understood, both a kindness and a lie he told us both regularly. I did have to come, in the sense that every able-bodied pack member had to come to a general gathering, the same way I'd had to attend every gathering for eight years and had somehow, through careful positioning near the back and careful timing of my arrivals and departures, made myself close enough to invisible at each one that I could count on one hand the number of people who might notice if I skipped it.

"I'll come," I said.

He looked at me for a moment longer than the sentence warranted. Bastian had a particular way of looking at people — steady, unhurried, like he was reading something written in a hand he had to work to decipher — and he turned that look on me now, the way he did maybe once a season, when something in his own head had clearly decided the moment called for it.

"You've been quieter than usual," he said. "Even for you."

"I'm always quiet."

"You're quiet like someone thinking about something. This is quiet like someone avoiding thinking about something. There's a difference." He said it without accusation, the way he said most true things, like he was simply reporting weather. "I've known you a long time, Vesper."

"You've known me my whole life."

"That's what I said."

I didn't have an answer for that, or I had several and didn't trust any of them past my teeth, so I let the silence sit there instead, the comfortable kind we'd built over eight years of him showing up at my door with news nobody else thought to bring me, and me letting him stay long enough to warm his hands before he went back out into whatever the day required of him.

"Gathering's at the hall, second bell after dusk," he said eventually, straightening up from the hearth. "I have to get to the boundary line — Corvin wants a headcount on how much ground the heave's actually taken before tonight." He paused at the door, hand on the frame, in the particular way he had of pausing when he had one more thing to say and hadn't decided yet whether to say it. "The stores won't hold past midwinter at this rate. Not the way they're going."

"I know."

"I don't think everyone does. Not yet. Tonight, they will."

He left before I could ask him what, exactly, he thought I was supposed to do with that information, which was probably deliberate, because Bastian had never once in eight years asked me directly to be anything other than what I already was. He simply told me true things and let me sit with the weight of them, which was, I had come to suspect, its own quiet kind of pressure, gentler than an outright demand and somehow harder to shrug off.

I worked through the rest of the morning with the frost-heave sitting in the back of my mind like a stone in a boot — small, but impossible to fully ignore, shifting its weight with every step. I finished Alden's cloak. I started on a torn hem for one of the Ashcairn children, small enough work that my hands could manage it without much attention, which left the rest of me free to turn the morning's news over and over, examining it from every angle the way I examined a difficult seam.

Two seasons of creeping frost. Now a full pasture gone under overnight. The math wasn't complicated, even for someone who'd spent eight years training herself not to do certain kinds of math. Frostmere kept three grazing fields worth counting on, and the north pasture had always been the largest of them, the one that carried the sheep through the leanest stretch of true winter. Lose it this early, and the flock would need to be moved onto ground already thin from the season's first losses, which meant less grazing spread across more animals, which meant, eventually, fewer animals at all, because a pack couldn't feed livestock it couldn't feed itself.

Frostmere's stores had been thin before this — I knew that much from the granary talk that drifted past me even in my careful isolation, the kind of ambient worry that seeped into a settlement the way damp seeped into stone. They would not survive a winter that took ground at this rate, not without cost. Hunger first, if it stayed mild by the standards of true crisis. Worse than hunger if it didn't, and I had lived through one winter bad enough to know exactly what worse than hunger looked like on a person's face by its end.

I thought, unbidden, about the Long Frost rite, and made myself stop thinking about it within the same breath, the way I'd trained myself to do for eight years, a reflex as practiced as breathing. It wasn't relevant. Nobody had said the words Fatemark or bearer or ignition in front of me in longer than I could easily recall. There was no reason tonight's gathering should touch anything closer to me than ration counts and frost lines, and I told myself this firmly enough times that by midafternoon I half believed it.

The light was already thinning toward dusk — it went early this time of year, the sun barely clearing the eastern ridge before it started its slow retreat again — when I set my needle down for the day and looked, really looked, at my hands for the first time since morning.

They were stained the particular deep blue-black of the walnut-hull dye I'd used on Alden's cloak, ground into the creases of my knuckles the way it always was by evening, no matter how carefully I worked. I turned them over in the low light. Ordinary hands. Callused at the fingertips from needlework, roughened across the palm from years of dye and cold water, the nails kept short and unremarkable. Nothing about them had ever, in eight years, given anyone a single reason to look twice.

I thought about Marren's hands, briefly, the way I allowed myself to sometimes, in careful, rationed doses, like a medicine I trusted only in small quantities. Her hands had been like mine, before. Ordinary, capable, unremarkable — until the morning they weren't.

I pulled the gloves off my worktable, where I'd set them after the morning fire, and I held them for a moment longer than I needed to before putting them away in the small chest beside my bed, the one place in the hut I never let dust settle. My own bare hands looked strange to me in the last of the daylight, the way anything looks strange when you've spent years not looking at it directly.

I thought about the gathering waiting for me at dusk, and the frost line creeping steadily closer to everything I'd spent eight years trying to keep small and safe and unremarkable, and something in my chest pulled tight in a way I didn't have a comfortable name for.

That night, alone, before I left for the hall, I did something I had not done once in eight years.

I took the gloves from the chest, carried them to the hearth, and fed them into the fire.

I don't fully know why. I told myself, in the moment, that it was practical — the leather was cracking at the seams, the resoled fingertips wearing thin again, and it was long past time for a new pair anyway. That was true, as far as it went. It was also, I understood even as I watched the leather curl and blacken and go finally, completely to ash, not the real reason at all.

I stood over the hearth long after there was nothing left to watch, my own bare hands lit orange in the firelight, turning them slowly the way I had that afternoon, as though enough looking might finally reveal something I hadn't let myself see in eight years. There was nothing to see. That was, I understood even then, exactly the point and exactly the problem — nothing to see yet meant nothing had happened yet, and the waiting for whatever came next felt, for the first time in a long while, less like safety and more like holding my breath underwater, counting on lungs that couldn't hold out forever.

I felt something I hadn't let myself feel in longer than I could measure: the particular, dangerous lightness of a door left open that I had spent eight years keeping shut.

I told myself it meant nothing. I told myself a great many things that night, standing over a small pile of ash that had once belonged to my sister, and by the time I left for the gathering, I had almost convinced myself of most of them.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
NHEART,

ClyT}r?bv]vTEl\T]ég

A SLOW-BURN FATED MATES WEREWOLF ROMANCE

CLARA ASHVALE





d2d_images/image001.png
~£C THE EMBER AND ICE SERIES 3=
s g

TROZEN TIEART

o |

URNING

‘FATE AWAITS T

A SLOW-BURN FATED MATES WEREWOLF ROMANCE

- CLARA ASHVALE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





